Thomas Schlich starts his *Origins of Organ Transplantation, Surgery and Laboratory Science, 1880--1930* with a critique of the historiography of this surgical field. He notes that while the first transplant surgeons had been initially well aware of the novelty of their practices and concepts, they soon forgot these were new. Moreover, he argues that the historiography of organ replacement has since de-historicised, perhaps not the actual practice, but certainly the concept. The prevailing perception, so he shows, blends ahistoricity with sentimentalism. It regards the idea of organ transplantation as one of mankind's ancient dreams, a medical development awaited for centuries, a timeless and spaceless logic. Schlich rightly rejects this perception: he notes that most accounts were written by transplant surgeons who had had no training in historical methodology. But he equally criticises the few historians who did tackle the subject for embracing the conceptual basis of modern transplant surgery as an unproblematic given. Nevertheless, he does not regard the ahistorical perception of organ transplantation as a simple product of ignorance, mistake or negligence; rather, he points at its ideological function: promoting transplant surgery (perhaps against the backdrop of its early failure to deliver on its promise).

Schlich's intention is to re-historicise organ transplantation. The fact that he starts with a critique of the existing historiography is only the first step in that direction. (Since every enterprise develops in correspondence with its social, including historical, representations, no serious history can ignore the latter.) But Schlich does not purport to produce a comprehensive history of the topic. On the contrary, he only explores the first phase of its history; and even there, he focuses largely on the history of the *concept* of organ transplantation. In this respect he makes a general point, which is developed over thirteen chapters: as a concept, organ transplantation is *an invention* that emerged between 1880 and 1930 under particular epistemological, technological and social circumstances, but also transformed them beyond recognition.

Schlich traces the invention of organ transplantation to research on the thyroid gland when, in 1882, organ tissue was used by the Swiss physician Theodor Kocher to treat an internal disease for the first time. He argues that the thyroid experiments gave rise to the general concept of organ failure, and subsequently, to the general concept of organ replacement. While they served as the paradigmatic foundation for all organ replacements to come, they also forced medicine to reframe its traditional pathological categories and produce new disease entities. In short, they gave rise to a totally new conception: *specific organ failure generates a specific disease, which could, in principle, be cured by organ transplantation*. Gonadal gland transplants -- testicles or ovaries -- were the only exception to this rule, as they were used to treat unspecified physical and mental disorders. Interestingly, these procedures eventually lost scientific credibility because of their non-specificity (they could define neither success nor failure). Still, they sparked a long-lasting scientific interest in internal secretions, which was not only the point of departure for the new field of endocrinology, but also provided further incentive for organ transplantation.

This conceptual development, Schlich argues, took place within the paradigm of experimental physiology. The physiology-oriented medicine was pursued in the research university, an institution that organised research around the goal of knowledge production, and did so through funding and competition. In this context, medicine became increasingly technological, abandoning its traditional contextual approach to the patient in favour of aggressive interventions with measurable success rates. In addition to this context, transplantation also owes its first steps to the social values of the time. Gonadal transplants, for example, were based on the prevailing gender-specific expectations (in this respect, organ transplantation turns out to be a clear instance of medicalisation). The development of organ transplantation in correspondence with social values also created tensions that required the mediation of ethics. These are discussed in a separate chapter.

In subsequent chapters, Schlich describes and analyses the scientific--clinical limitations underlying the increasing pessimism as to the applicability of the concept and the ultimate decline of organ transplantation between 1930 and 1945. In the final chapter, he discusses the possibility of links between the first historical phase of organ transplantation and the revival of the enterprise after World War II. He argues convincingly that since all historical phenomena are products of contingent, that is to say not logically necessary, conditions, the revival of organ transplantation may turn out to have no links with the past. Nevertheless, Schlich assigns great significance to the fact that the very principle of organ transplantation has not been abandoned. To be more specific, he contends that the conceptual continuity indicates that the early history of organ transplantation is vital for the understanding of the field as we know it now. Of course, his position on this matter complies with our intuition. However, it seems to be counterproductive as far as his own research trajectory is concerned. A plausible account of any historical phenomenon, including organ transplantation, must rest on the premises of Karl Marx ('Human anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape' \[*Grundrisse*, 1857\]) and Oscar Wilde ('The one duty we owe to history is to re-write it' \[*The Critic as an Artist*, 1891\]), or even the apocryphal answer of the Chinese leader Zhou Enlai (when asked in 1971 what he thought of the French Revolution of 1789, he answered, 'It is too soon to say'). It is not the past that makes sense of the present, but rather the other way around. Indeed, if we read this book through the perspective of the current stage of the field, we are likely to discover that many vectors that are now shaping its agenda and representations already existed as fresh buds in the 1880s.

*The Origins of Organ Transplantation* addresses those who have interest in the history of ideas in general and of medical ideas in particular. Of course, it also concerns those who are interested in the history of surgery and transplantation. It is well written, amply illustrated and interesting. Above all, it makes a timely contribution to the historiography of organ transplantation, a contribution that is unfortunately somewhat belittled by the author's failure to notice and refer to Nicholas Tilney's not-so-recent book that deals with pretty much the same issues and makes very similar sociological observations -- Nicholas L. Tilney, *Transplant: From Myth to Reality* (New Haven, MA: Yale University Press, 2003).
